My dear Niven; My dear Touche by Touche, George A. & Niven, John B.
University of Mississippi
eGrove
Touche Ross Publications Deloitte Collection
1977
My dear Niven; My dear Touche
George A. Touche
John B. Niven
Follow this and additional works at: https://egrove.olemiss.edu/dl_tr
Part of the Accounting Commons, and the Taxation Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Deloitte Collection at eGrove. It has been accepted for inclusion in Touche Ross
Publications by an authorized administrator of eGrove. For more information, please contact egrove@olemiss.edu.
Recommended Citation
Tempo, Vol. 23, no. 2 (1977), p. 38-41
My Dear Niven... 
In the late 1 9 t h century, George Alexander Touche( the "e" was added in 1906) and John Dalian tine Niven 
served as apprentices-10 years apart-to Niven's father, Alexander Niven, a prominent chartered accountant 
in Edinburgh, Scotland. Many years Inter, after both had become familiar with the business worlds of England 
and the United States, George Touch and J. B. Niven entered into a partnership for the purpose of practicing 
public accounting in the United States under the name of Touch, Niven & Co. The following exchange of 
letters in 1905 between Touch, based in London, and Niven, who ran the operation from offices at 30 Broad 
Street in New York, reflects the warm relationship of two businessmen from another era. Andrew Wilson Tait, 
mentioned in the letters, was based in London and would soon become a partner in Touch Niven, as would 
Herbert C. Freeman. Niven himself later attributed much of his success to his marriage to Susan Gordon, 
which took place that same year, 1905. 
London, England, 17thMay, 1905 
My Dear Niven, 
1 am in receipt of your long Setter of the 7th May with regard to the expiration of the present 
arrangements, and plans for the future. 
Before proceeding to discuss these, let me congratulate you on the fact that Miss Gordon has 
fixed the day on which you are really going to begin to live. I sincerely hope it will prove to be the 
red-letter day of both your lives. 
1 have given careful consideration to everything you say in your letter, and I need not tell you 
that 1 am by no means unmindful of your own interests. I quite recognise that you might easily have 
been earning a bigger income elsewhere, although I think it would have been a mistake for you to 
have taken an official posit ion, or one outside the profession. On the whole, therefore, I have 
satisfaction in feeling that although the establishment of Touch, Niven & Co. has done nothing for 
me from a monetary point of view, it has given you an opportunity of establishing yourself in 
business , free from some of the difficulties and disadvantages which assail a fellow when he 
commences on his own hook. 
The crucial point in your letter is that relating to the future division of profits. I quite agree 
that the old arrangement should now be reviewed; indeed if the business had become more rapidly 
profitable it was never my intention to interpret our agreement in any strict way. In a business like 
ours 1 believe in a generous recognition of individual effort, without too close a regard to the precise 
provisions of the Articles of Partnership, 
With this preliminary, let me say that when 1 read your suggestion that you should have the 
f irst$2,500 and two-thirds of the surplus (with the exception of $150) 1 felt that you were shaping well 
as a business-getter for the firm. The impulse of the natural man in me would be to promptly accede 
to your suggestion, but having regard to the whole position 1 hardly think this would be quite a 
business-l ike arrangement. It would put me on little better than Agency terms. You must bear in 
mind, too, that out of my share, when it becomes productive, I ought to make some provision for 
Tait, who never misses an opportunity of endeavouring to steer business into your Off i ce—as 
Witness, the Scott Snell! At the present time he is pretty hopeful of being able to turn over the New 
York end of the Saint Lawrence business to your care. 
The alternative proposition which I would, therefore, make is: 
(1) That your time, valued at $2,500 per annum, rank pari passu with my Capital, valued at 
5 percent; 
(2) That the profits in excess of these two i tems be divided between us in equal shares. 
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If this arrangement had been in force last year, you would have received $3,873, and I would 
have received $1,523. 
I do not like the idea of being subject at any time to receive notice that you have accepted the 
Presidency of the Steel Trust or of the Pennsylvania Railroad, and are about to retire from the Firm. 
At the same time I tell you now that I would not seek to stand in your way if at some future date you 
thought it to your advantage to take up an appointment outside the profession. 
l a m quite in favour of your view concerning what, with an imagery borrowed from your 
intimate acquaintance with the Chicago stock-yards, you call "additional b lood." A great deal 
depends on the quality of the "gore . " If we are to do a big business, there must be several 
partners. It ought to be a term that whatever share the new partner is to take should come off 
both of us equally. 
This brings me to the question of our present incorporation. It seems to me that the 
disadvantages of the present arrangement can very easily be magnified. It is a serious matter to 
invite me to take a partnership risk probably with someone whom I do not even know {I refer to your 
" ruddy" friend). One would have to consider on what terms it would be worth one's while to take it. 
I wish you could see your way to be reconciled to the present arrangement, the object ions to which 
seem to be about nine points sentiment and one point business. 
There are one or two other points in your letter: 
New Orleans Branch 
We gave some consideration to this subject , but it did not seem either to Tait or to me that the 
place offered sufficient scope for a profitable Branch. I think there are other places in the world where 
we could dump a good man to more advantage. 
As regards the Scott Snell debt, all I have to say is that if you will wantonly and recklessly 
insist on financing doubtful cl ients—at the instance of irresponsible people on this s i d e — 
contrary to my emphatic views on the subject, you must not afterwards invite me to shoulder their 
indebtedness. You can put all the pressure you like upon Tait; it is his business , properly thrust upon 
him as a punishment for his sins in some prior incarnation. 1 know little about it, and wish I knew 
less. Tait says you will find it a splendid investment in the long run. I am quite content that the 
balance of indebtedness to us on Current Account should be liquidated gradually as you 
can afford it. 
Let me say again, in conclusion, that I feel no dissatisfaction with what you have already 
accomplished, and I believe that we are now nearing the realisation of far better results than 
anything you have hitherto dreamt of in your sober moments. 







New York, 8th August, 1905 
My Dear Touch: 
I trust you will not judge my capacity for promptness from the amount of that quality which 
I have exhibited in taking up your letter of 17th May. I suppose that when one has so much to do 
with other people's affairs, it is only natural that they should receive consideration to the exclusion 
of one's own—although I am afraid this hardly excuses me for my delay. 
I shall now endeavor to deal with the various points in your letter. 
1st, Future profits 
I am frank to confess that I am now of course more anxious than ever—if that were possible 
—to make as big a thing out of this business from my own standpoint, as possible, and generally 
to advance my own pecuniary interests in the community; but I would not like you to feel that I 
have ever even considered the question to the exclusion of your interests. Upon reconsideration, 
however, I think perhaps my first suggestion was too drastic, and your counter proposal in the main 
seems more proper. For the present therefore, I am agreeable to the amended proposal, which is 
in these terms: 
1. My remuneration as Manager in New York, and your (let us call it) remuneration as 
Representative of the Company in London to be at the rate of $2,500 and $150 per annum, 
respectively. 
2. The Surplus after meeting the above charges to be divided equally between us, probably 
in the form of additional remuneration for our services. 
The exact legal form of the division can be decided upon later, but I imagine a Minute of the 
Board of Directors could be devised to cover the situation. I would suggest for simplicity that the 
new arrangement be made retrospective, to commence 1st January 1905, so as to cover our exact 
fiscal year. As a matter of fact our Profit & Loss Account for the year only commences to show a 
profit in July, so that, on the strict basis we have been accustomed to state our accounts, this would 
not involve any sacrifice for you. 
2nd, My tenure of office 
I realise of course that you would never stand in my way should it appear expedient for me 
to accept a salaried position at some time, and I think you will realise that on my side I would never 
propose to do so, without having regard to the reasonable interests of Touch, Niven & Co. It is 
sufficient, therefore, to know that the possibility of going into such a position is recognised 
between us, and that we might make arrangements accordingly. 
3rd, Additional partners 
This is a question which would of course have to be considered upon its merits, should 
occasion arise, and we would then mutually consider the various questions. I have had several 
tentative proposals at various times (the last from a group of capitalists who propose to establish a 
new "audit & investigation company," in which they suggested to have me take the management 
of a general "accountancy" department) but none which I have thought sufficiently well of to bring 
to your notice. I do not know, however, that, under every circumstance, it would be advisable 
either for you or me—if we took in partners—to have any understanding that our mutual 
positions should remain in status quo with regard to profits, as in such a case my position might 
become infinitely inferior to a new partner, which, under certain circumstance, would not be 
expedient. It might be better for us both that I should be dominant with respect to any third party, 
unless he was a man of much greater experience than myself. 
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Incorporation 
I am frankly still of the same opinion on this subject, and I feel very strongly regarding it. 
While it is true the disadvantages of the arrangement may easily be magnified, they may on the 
other hand be as easily minimised—and I can never feel entirely happy regarding the question. 
But we can let it pass meantime. 
I shall have the new board, however, as already agreed to by you, adjusted to include 
yourself, Freeman, and perhaps Moir, instead of the clerks in Mr. Untermyer's office. My only 
reason for this is to arrange that the Board should contain only Public Accountants, Moir being the 
only exception, and he being an Actuary and of so kindred a "kind," as to be hardly an exception. 
New Orleans Branch 
In spite of the fact that the dread epidemic has again seized upon the City, I am still keen 
upon this subject, and, with your permission, I may even yet make some arrangements, not 
necessarily in the name of Touch, Niven & Co., although preferably so. There may be other places 
in the world in which it might be more profitable to open up a Branch, but you must not lose sight 
of the fact that I am personally to all practical purposes confined to North America, and a Branch of 
George A. Touch & Co., at, for instance, PortNolloth, S.A., would not be any expansion as far as I 
am concerned, while at New Orleans, or say Winnipeg, it would distinctly be within my sphere. 
Apart from this I do not think Tait can possibly have sufficient information to judge of the case, for 
there is undoubtedly a good opening there, and I can get good introductions. Only this summer I 
lost about $600 worth of business solely through my not being on the spot in May or June. 
Scott Snell 
This, of course, is a sorry business, but I hardly think you do George A. Touch & Co., justice 
when you describe them as "irresponsible people on this side," and my action as "wanton and 
foolish" when I follow their instructions. For I must in justice point out to you that your views as to 
the expenditure were first expressed to me, after the great bulk of the money had been disbursed. 
Like you, I wish I knew less of the business, but perhaps I have to suffer for sins of my own in some 
prior incarnation—I will strenuously deny that they apply to my present being. If Tait is right, and 
we will have a splendid investment in the long run, the difficulty will of course, never arise—and I 
suppose we had better for the present therefore let it lie dormant. I can hardly, however, accept 
your ruling as final in this matter. 
I am very shocked to observe from the "Tatler" how much older you are growing in 
appearance. The cartoonist apparently has observed an aged gentleman of about eighty 
"expounding in a lucid manner the intricacies of a balance sheet," and I rather gather from the 
absence of your usual genial smile, you must have had an angry body of shareholders to address. 
Do you think your "lucidity" had been effective in removing an unpleasant cloud from his own 
mind? 
I am delighted to hear Tait is coming over, but I wish you had only come yourself. Is that 
pleasure never to be realised? 
Believe me, 
Yours very truly, 
felDoer^ 
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